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  To …




   




  Because she must know by now




  





  

    ‘It is a defect of God’s humor that he directs our hearts everywhere but to those who have a right to them.’


  




  – Tom Stoppard, Arcadia,1993




  ‘Two powerful particles, A and B, strongly attracted to one other, can revolve around each other forever, in a pattern that can never be determined, in random chaos,

  coming closer or going further apart, into infinity, without ever actually connecting.’




  – Chaos Theory for Dummies




  ‘Life is what happens to you,/While you’re busy making other plans.’




  – John Lennon, ‘Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy)’,




  Double Fantasy, 1980
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  Freshers




  Delhi University, 1962




  It was a cold night, I think.




  ‘Mukesh!’ she said.




  I ignored Kamini and stepped out in the garden. She was being pedantic, correcting what was meant to be a humorous anecdote and so I carried my fruit punch and left.




  ‘What a piece of work is a man!’ I proclaimed. Alone. In the garden. I don’t know why. I felt like quoting. Yes, I was pretty drunk.




  Kamini went back inside.




  Maybe that’s not what happened. Maybe I had already seen Sunita and wanted to sound impressive.




  She was alone. And beautiful. And, after my outburst, a little scared.




  ‘Sometimes I wonder that myself,’ she said.




  She’s one of those, I thought. Someone who must respond to my flourish with her wit. Or what she thinks is wit.




  I’m not one who likes to be contained.




  ‘The beauty of the world! The paragon of animals! And yet to me, what is this quintessence of dust? Man delights not me.’




  I started with Shakespeare. Best to finish what one starts.




  ‘… especially drunk man,’ she added.




  Clearly, she wasn’t one to be contained either.




  ‘No, nor woman neither, though by your smiling you seem to say so.’




  It wasn’t supposed to be a game of wits. She quoted the next line from Hamlet’s monologue. Actually, I’m not even sure my follow-up quote was from Shakespeare.




  No, it was. It’s when Hamlet is talking to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Here is the whole thing:




  

    

      

        I will tell you why; so shall my anticipation preuent your discouery of your secricie to the King and Queene: moult no feather, I haue of late, but wherefore I know

        not, lost all my mirth, forgone all custome of exercise; and indeed, it goes so heauenly with my disposition; that this goodly frame the Earth, seemes to me a sterrill Promontory; this most

        excellent Canopy the Ayre, look you, this braue ore-hanging firmament, this Maiesticall Roofe, fretted with golden fire: why, it appeares no other thing to mee, then a foule and pestilent

        congregation of vapours. What a piece of work is a man, How noble in Reason, how infinite in faculties, in form and moving how express and admirable, In

        action how like an Angel! in apprehension how like a god, the beauty of the world, the paragon of animals. and yet to me, what is this quintessence of dust? Man delights not me; no, nor Woman

        neither; though by your smiling you seeme to say so.


      


    


  




  Ignore the misspelling. It was 15– something (1503?).




  So you see how clever I was. I responded to her retort with a retort but as a line from the monologue I was quoting. I don’t know what you’d call it – but I’d call it

  clever.




  ‘She seems delighted, that woman you were dancing with,’ she said.




  Women always notice other women. Even if they aren’t there. Actually, especially if they aren’t.




  ‘Oh! That. Kamini’s always delighted – she understands little of how the world works. I think she said her name was Kamini or … canopy – Indian names are so hard

  to remember.’




  This came off as sounding mean but I didn’t intend it to be. And I didn’t intend to refer to Kamini as ‘that’. By, ‘Oh, that’ maybe I was trying to say,

  ‘Oh, her?’ I don’t know. Don’t judge.




  There are certain things you should know about me in 1962. I was pretty tall, by which I mean, handsome. Women like Kamini accompanied me to parties like this. It allowed for a certain sense of

  confidence which could be seen as ego. I had ego regarding my skills with women. Kamini was gone; with this new woman, I had to change the topic.




  ‘Try some?’ I said, holding out some booze, trying to strike a movie-star pose. It was quite pathetic, for any era.




  ‘I can’t. It’s too adventurous for me … this is sufficient.’




  She had a glass of juice. I knew it was orange juice. I couldn’t just say that. I had to do something melodramatic. I took her glass in a brash, patriarchal sort of way and drank a bit.

  This was the age of Bogart, Gregory Peck and, closer to home, Dev Anand (it is an unfair comparison). Men had licence to do ridiculous things and women would smile and accommodate. We didn’t

  know it would all reverse thirty years on.




  I spat out her drink. In a grandiose way. Suggesting that only alcohol should be drunk at this hour. Even though I knew it almost never was in these environs.




  ‘It’s fruit, after 10 pm – sacrilege!’




  Young intellectuals, in whose company I wished to be counted, would have raised a finger to emphasize the word ‘sacrilege’, like one would in a bad college Shakespeare production,

  which I may or may not have done, I can’t remember. The goal here was overacting. I was hoping she’d giggle. That way I could categorize her as the sort of woman who laughed at clever

  men. I was also hoping she wouldn’t giggle and perhaps ask, ‘What the hell are you doing? Give me my drink back.’ That way, I could categorize her as boring and unadventurous. She

  did neither. She smirked. I was interested.




  ‘It’s Thursday, which means we have class tomorrow. Besides, the principal, I mean, it’s his house,’ she said cautiously.




  ‘Oh! The principal’s beside himself,’ I said, trying to play on the word ‘beside’.




  It got no reaction so I continued, ‘Running into curtains and the new first-year women, the latter on purpose.’




  Now this line I did think was funny and she responded with a smile.




  ‘He’s got one of these too and his is just raw whisky, no soda.’




  This was true. The line earlier about the principal being a lecherous person was not. It was my first day on this campus, I had no idea whether the principal was a dirty man or not (he turned

  out not to be). ‘I can’t, the servants may be looking – gossip about students, especially us new ones, gets around.’




  This was India in the 1960s. Gossip was everything. Like a cold virus, it could come from anywhere – servants, professors, other students (naturally) – and it was always about one

  thing. The moral character of single women. On which I was already casting an unwelcome shadow by grabbing her orange juice. She was right. But I had to say something to mask the fact that I was

  wrong and, indeed, may have done something wrong.




  ‘The servants have stolen enough gin to keep them drunk and passed out on the street for days.’




  That was my game plan. To suggest no one was looking and no one would gossip. Not the cleverest move. Again, this was India. Someone was always looking.




  ‘Even then, I mean … who are you? Do you work for a whisky company that’s promoting a college production of Hamlet?’




  She had a point. I hadn’t introduced myself.




  ‘Oh, how terribly rude. Mukesh Singh, first-year as well, which is no bloody incredible revelation since, well, this is the 1965 first-years’ welcome party. I mean, I can’t be

  an astronaut or a goat herder.’




  Critical when you are young and you’ve read English books you know others haven’t – be ironic and self-deprecating but do both with an air of casual disdain. That’s what

  I did.




  She just laughed at me.




  ‘Hi Mukesh, welcome to Delhi University.’




  ‘You sound like a concierge,’ I said, but it was really a comeback for laughing at me.




  ‘It’s nice to meet you too.’




  Ah. She responded to my witty banter with her plain politeness. Okay.




  ‘Michael, you can call me Michael.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘It sounds English.’




  ‘Where are you from?’




  ‘Calcutta.’




  These were just the facts.




  ‘That explains it,’ she said with finality.




  People often made fun of how disconnected some of us Calcuttans were from India’s reality. But no one had ever done it so succinctly. Or well.




  I think our economy was collapsing. Caste things were going on. We may even have been at war with the Chinese. I don’t remember all that. Growing up in elitist English enclaves, it would

  have been improper to engage. Not that we’d know how. But that kind of insight would come to me years later. In another country. For now, honour had to be defended.




  ‘We like things that sound and feel English there – colonial hangover, long live the British Empire, Queen Victoria, cricket clubs, Churchill, all that.’




  I’d call that a sound defence.




  ‘Ah! Dead, you know.’




  She was relentless.




  ‘What is?’




  ‘All of it. Churchill last to go, too much brandy.’




  I wasn’t giving up.




  ‘Well, it’s a new world then – ours to rewrite through a fresh lens, starting tomorrow, the first day of an “education”– what a word, I’m excited

  – I want to touch it in its truest sense. Let knowledge free us!’




  What was I saying? Someone once told me that if you sound earnest, women are impressed.




  ‘You sound like a librarian.’




  Clearly, this woman was different.




  ‘C’mon, have some?’ I said and gave her my hip flask. Everything ‘cool’ those days involved a hip flask. Someone carried it in some movie. One of Frank

  Capra’s, I can’t remember. I was seventeen. I had stolen my dad’s, I think. I felt that at this stage a prop would be key, hence the flask.




  And changing the topic. Changing the topic was the only way to not lose to her.




  Anyone who says a conversation is not a game didn’t meet Sunita that night in that garden in Delhi in 1962.




  I must add that all this was turning out to be quite a bit of work. Normally, ‘hi’ was about as much work as I’d have to do with a reasonably beautiful woman. Look, I was six

  feet two inches tall, I had wavy black hair, the requisite black glasses, I owned a tweed jacket. I could pass off as Jean-Luc Godard or Satyajit Ray (granted neither were famous then) in a

  frightened college-student sort of way. But at all times, I’d say, possessing a European physique. Yes, that would be the best description. Like a Dutch Olympian who’d overstayed his

  time in North Africa. I wasn’t short. I didn’t have a moustache. Or a belly I constantly touched. Now, granted all Indian men didn’t have bellies and moustaches they played with,

  but vast generalizations are rarely fair.




  I’m not saying all this to stand out or show off (maybe I am). I’m saying all this because Sunita ignored this. Why? That’s what was on my mind.




  She turned down the hip flask.




  ‘Within limits, I mean it can’t all be about exploration without destination.’




  Wait, she was still stuck on my nonsense monologue about the purpose of education. It wasn’t important; I didn’t even remember what I’d said. Clearly, the whole interlude/

  digression with the hip flask had failed.




  ‘But it should be – what lies before us are three wonderful years of unchartered territories to navigate around.’ There you go, lady. An argument with me is never over.




  She grabbed my hip flask and took a swig.




  I had never met anyone like her.




  ‘Or look at the bitter side – everyone else’s ideas to swim with … it’s bitter.’




  What was she doing? Arguing with me on the merits of our college education, throwing me off with this shift from demure to aggressive or insulting my whisky – all at the same time? This

  woman was dangerous. She was making me think.




  ‘But the drunkenness that follows is sweet.’ I was trying to be up for the challenge. Combining present action with larger philosophical debate.




  Yes, it was a lot of work for what was to be a generally boring welcome party – but I was game.




  ‘Ideas, other people’s, are merely weapons to keep us confined within our own minds. Imagination, ours and only that, will tear us apart. The greatness of all lies in the originality

  of one. Bertrand Russell, I think, but then I’m drunk – it could be Oscar Wilde.’




  ‘You’ve read Russell and Wilde?’ she inquired, disbelieving. Naturally.




  ‘Amongst everything else.’




  ‘What do we have here, a budding Socrates – you’re here to study philosophy – BA Philosophy?’




  Ah, finally. Down to pedantic guesswork about my field of study. We were back in a space I could control.




  ‘What a terrible judge of character. Remind me tomorrow never to be friends with you – someone who misses obvious connections doesn’t deserve my affection – P. G.

  Wodehouse said that.’




  ‘English then, BA (Honours) English.’




  A calculated guess from her?




  ‘How’d you guess?’




  ‘You drink too much and talk far too much rubbish.’




  Hmm. This called for a pause. And some quick re-strategizing.




  ‘I give the easiest clues; something tells me I’m going to dislike you immensely.’




  When all else fails, insult. It can incite humour. It did. She smiled.




  ‘Your something is right. And something tells me you won’t go away easily,’ she said, smiling. Was she flirting?




  ‘What’s your something?’




  ‘Instinct.’




  ‘A woman’s weapon, a man’s mirage.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Nothing.’




  I really wanted to ask her what her name was but I had to come in from a different angle. I thought that angle was to say something declamatory about instinct. It failed. So I moved on.




  ‘And does the keeper of this instinct bear a name?’




  ‘Oh, how equally savage – Sen, Sunita; you can call me Sunita, it’s better.’




  ‘From Delhi, then?’




  ‘Born and raised.’




  ‘I guessed – you look annoyingly third-world.’




  This was definitely fifteen-love to me. She took almost four seconds to respond.




  ‘We like things that sound and feel Indian here – capital city, own flag, independence, vernacular language, Nehru, sitar, Mughal Empire and all that.’ She played her Indian

  card.




  ‘Then most certainly admitted to English (Honours) as well, eh?’ I said.




  She was impressed. ‘How’d you guess?’




  ‘You sound too patriotic to be studying anything else.’ That sentence was uncalled for. The battle was taking a break. It was like I attacked the enemy at lunchtime.




  ‘When instinct fails,’ I added, ‘rely on reason, a man’s first resort, a woman’s last.’




  I really don’t know why I said that. Maybe it wasn’t sexist then. Maybe I was nervous.




  ‘You don’t seriously believe that, Michael?’




  ‘I’m too young to seriously believe anything.’




  That was the closest I could come to an apology.




  ‘Except in the power of alcohol, and flirtation.’




  How did she know me this well?




  ‘Your instincts are sharp,’ I said as I leaned in. ‘I am a man of two beliefs.’




  I was after a kiss.




  Someone (who I will never forgive) played the gramophone.




  ‘Tut tut,’ she whispered.




  She didn’t push me. Just raised a hand. It was enough.




  ‘Do you dance?’ I asked. It seemed opportune. Especially with the kiss out of the question.




  I guess you could say it was a sort of regrouping.




  ‘Not without pleading,’ she smiled.




  She was not a woman. She was a torturer.




  ‘How about I plead on bended knee?’




  It wasn’t easy to get into that position. But I managed.




  She looked glad.




  ‘I’m persuaded more easily.’




  And extended her beautiful arm.




  ‘This song is one of my favourites,’ I declared. With exuberance.




  ‘Yes – I can tell from the excitement.’




  I put my arm around her rather shapely waist. It looked like the waltz but we could have been doing the cha cha. We could have been doing anything, I can’t remember. It was close, though.

  We were close.




  ‘So we do share a few things in common.’




  ‘Nat King Cole?’




  She knew her music. Another plus.




  ‘Instinct. Who’s Nat King Cole?’




  ‘This isn’t one of your favourite songs?’




  ‘I’ve never heard it before.’




  I settled on honesty.




  ‘I am beginning to see a pattern in your chaos of half-truths,’ she declared, leaving me unsure if it was meant to be a compliment or an insult.




  ‘Do you want to play a game?’ I asked.




  ‘At our age?’




  ‘It’s for all ages, it’s a quotation game – I quote a line from a Shakespeare play, you guess the work.’




  It’s something we invented at Shakespeare Society in school. In a Calcutta boarding school trying to imitate a British public school, one had two choices. Reading or beating up the younger

  boys. The smartest did both. I was not that skilled. I don’t know what the point was. Perhaps to show our English master that we had witty responses to his questions. Perhaps to differentiate

  ourselves from the sporty boys who always spoke in Hindi. Anyway, the game stuck. I can’t remember what happened to the others I invented it with. One of them, I think, became a prominent

  homosexual somewhere. Anyway, that’s not the point. I had the game and I had Sunita’s waist. The music would last another minute. Something had to be done.




  ‘Challenging my knowledge of fiction, are you?’




  ‘No, of fact. Tracing a pattern amongst all the knowledge stored in your mind. If you lose, you owe me five rupees.’




  We always played for money back in school.




  I’d tried it on a few girls. Always ended up wealthier.




  ‘This is vandalism. How about chess? You play chess?’ she asked.




  Chess would be the exact opposite of what I was trying to do. Which was to get her to sleep with me. I should mention, though, that this was a wildly ambitious plan. Girls in the 1960s would be

  picked up by an aunt or a ‘local guardian’ and driven home. Or go back like a horde of nuns to their hostel. I was staying with my uncle who would expect me home in a short time and

  would want to discuss Napoleonic war strategy (long story) with me. There was no way this plan would succeed. Still, there were thirty-three seconds of the song left. Maybe a kiss at the second

  attempt?




  ‘Every thing that grows holds in perfection but a little moment?’




  This was about the time most women were impressed.




  ‘Um … Sonnet 15,’ she blurted out.




  ‘Very good.’




  I needed a second.




  ‘Life’s uncertain voyage?’




  I should clarify. No one had got to Stage Two of this game with me. I was eighteen, but still.




  ‘Timon of … of Athens?’




  ‘Shit. Poor soul, the centre of my sinful earth?’




  ‘Sonnet 146?’




  What the hell was happening?




  ‘They say an old woman is twice a child?’




  ‘Hamlet. Looks like someone owes me money.’




  ‘Can I start an account?’ I said, somewhat lost. ‘We’ll add five rupees as an outstanding debt.’




  ‘Fine. Be careful – looks like it might be much more than five rupees once we’re done.’




  ‘We’re done then.’




  ‘No … we’re just getting started,’ she said, beaming.




  ‘Fuck.’




  I’ll admit – I was floundering.




  ‘Ask me more.’




  ‘Um … er … Friends, Romans …’




  ‘You can do better than that.’




  A real rival. Could it be?




  ‘I’ve never quite met … I mean, no one’s ever beaten me. I must admit I’m surprised by this.’




  ‘There will be other surprises,’ she said, and held me tightly.
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  The song didn’t end. I think we danced for a while. Maybe I had some more quotes I muddled through. She knew them all. I don’t remember how the evening ended.

  I’d like to think with a kiss but Kamini, or someone more annoying from the university administration, came out, suspicious of us, alone, for this long.




  In the rickshaw home, I thought to myself that something had happened. Or maybe I didn’t think of it all although that seems unlikely.




  She made me nervous. She made me happy. Something had definitely happened.
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  Results




  Delhi University, 1963




  I woke up to the radio. Back then we still had a few of those BBC-trained radio voices that sounded like they came out of a Merchant Ivory film. I

  don’t think Merchant Ivory had made many films so I couldn’t have seen that comparison then. I can’t remember for sure. I just knew it was the last day of college. There was a lot

  of static on the radio. People who know about radios might know why. Transmission. Technology. No satellites. Now you see them in old movies, done for style. Back then, it was how the radio

  sounded.




  

    

      

        Good evening, ladies and gents. All India Radio wishes its listeners a happy and prosperous 1963. May this year bring you all the joys that 1962 didn’t. And to

        celebrate the New Year, we have for our wonderful young people whose college results come out today, a new song by Mr Elvis Presley entitled ‘Hound Dog’.


      


    


  




  I laughed at the very clear, very articulate way he said ‘hound dog’. Like he was talking about something far more serious. This was colonial English in post-independence India.

  Everything was taken seriously.




  Did I care if I’d do well? I’m not sure. But I was thinking about him.




  I’d spent three years of this and that with him.




  A coffee, an omelette, a walk, the opening night of his rather terrible adaptation of Macbeth. We conversed, in all, maybe seven hours in that time. But I liked him. More than I knew.

  Or understood.




  Shit, I hope he says something, I thought. I didn’t even know where he lived.




  I spent a few minutes looking at my breasts. I have nice breasts. Meaningful without being over the top, I thought. Or maybe I hated them. I did look at them, though, I remember that. Was I

  curious about how I looked because I knew that day was important?




  I put on a different sari, a low-cut blouse like in the Sharmila Tagore movies (I don’t think I watched her movies, I just remember thinking her clothes were fashionable; today’s

  world would call it sexy). Then I headed to college.




  ‘Results!’ my uncle exclaimed as he dropped me to the gate. (I can’t remember ever going or coming back from college alone.) ‘We are so proud of you,’ he added, and

  drove off to the Shipping Corporation of India where he’d die at his desk a few months later.




  I remember thinking what was the cause of this pride. The results were coming out, yes, but I hadn’t administered the exam, Delhi University had. I’d just taken the exam. Maybe that

  was enough. As Indian women, we weren’t expected to do much. This day would perhaps be the most anyone would have expected of me. A college degree (hopefully). Then marriage, life, children

  and awful things like that. That I was thinking all this was awful was revolutionary enough.




  It was easier for me. My parents were dead and I think my uncle and aunt preferred their niece sophisticated and erudite in foreign lands than lounging about Delhi – wanton, opinionated,

  single – fighting for resources with their own growing children.




  It was never that bleak or morbid, nor were they interesting enough to be that crafty. They were boring people with fairly middle-class values but it’s better to imagine it like that.

  Cruelty is more delicious. Plus I had to abandon 1960s Indian values if I was to make any sort of life for myself, which, I was quickly beginning to determine, would be very different from my life

  here.




  I was expecting mild results. Something that didn’t cause much sorrow or joy. Something in between. Something that wouldn’t result in a celebration of any kind. I couldn’t

  stand that. Having my uncle and aunt invite people and show me off.
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  It was 8 or 8.30 in the morning. The crowds would start swelling 9.30ish. Everything used to be handwritten. The marks. And then stapled onto the board. It was always one

  overall number. No explanation provided. It was some average of all the subjects. It was calculated in some totalitarian way no one understood and everyone’s future rested on that number.

  There was no protest or requests for re-evaluation, none of the fancy privileges I had to give my students years later.




  So people saw that number and were either euphoric or suicidal.




  If the administrator came down with the large piece of paper later than expected, there was mayhem and people beating him up, the police showing up, all that. I found this hysteria hard to

  explain to my American colleagues. They couldn’t understand why people would fight just to see their grades. Most American college students would have been happy never to see a grade their

  whole academic lives.




  That early in the morning, there was no one. Just the administrator who’d finished putting up the sheet and was leaving.




  ‘1441,’ he said, calling out my roll number.




  ‘Yes, sir,’ I smiled.




  He winked at me.




  I wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean. Had I done well? Although, now that I think of it, it didn’t have anything to do with that. It was flirting, I think. No one talks of

  this sort of casual flirtation at Indian universities but it was quite prominent. Delicately done, though. No bottom smacks, no touching, just a brush or a wink here and there. I sort of missed it

  as the years went on and academia became more politically correct. I always thought a life around universities would come with some sort of romantic excitement. Then again, I used to be much

  better-looking then.




  I looked under Sunita Sen. It said 92 per cent. A bit alarming, I thought. Wasn’t expecting to do this well. My thoughts immediately went to what to say back home to avoid the celebrations

  and when he would show up so maybe I could have an excuse.




  I should mention that the cut-off expected by the American college was 75 per cent, so I was good to go.




  Then he showed up.




  For a confident guy, I have to say he was extremely nervous, running his figures to double-check the number.




  I thought scaring him would be a good idea.




  ‘First division?’




  ‘Jesus! Missed it by a point – you?’




  ‘92 per cent.’




  ‘Is that first division?’




  ‘No, it’s just passed. Of course it’s first division, you nitwit – and with first-class honours.’




  ‘Is that enough?’




  ‘I only needed 75 per cent.’




  ‘Boston University, you said?’




  Ah. So he did keep track.




  ‘It’s a small school somewhere near Boston,’ I said. Throwing the bait.




  ‘Of course. That small school near Boston. When do you leave?’




  ‘Sometime next month.’




  It’s true. That’s when I was leaving. Although the implications just began to dawn on me. A completely different country. Alone. What the hell was I was doing. Maybe he’d say

  something comforting.




  ‘Ah.’




  What was ‘ah’? Did he mean ‘don’t go’ or ‘okay, best of luck’?




  ‘And you? Plans?’ I asked. Earnestly.




  I really had no idea of his plans. He usually talked of everything else other than himself. Which was perhaps the best thing about him. Maybe I was ruining it by asking.




  ‘Well, I don’t know – I may travel through England for a bit, where I really belong, and then I’m thinking of applying to PhD programmes in the US.’




  What was this game? I didn’t understand.




  ‘Harvard?’ I asked quietly but definitely implying the subtext.




  ‘Um. Why not?’ he blurted out casually.




  Okay, so he missed the subtext? There was an uncomfortable silence. We were in Harold Pinter territory (I wouldn’t understand that reference for another ten years).




  ‘So we may meet again?’ I asked, figuring it was perhaps best to be direct.




  ‘Maybe,’ he said and looked away.




  What was happening? I thought the order of the world was that it was our responsibility, as women, to be cantankerous and difficult in matters quasi-romantic. Why were the roles reversed?




  I noticed he was about to say something. About time.




  ‘Hey, I heard they have this new band in England now with girlie haircuts. They call themselves The Beatles.’




  Where did that come from? Anyway, if this is how he’d like to play it, I was ready.




  ‘Like the insects … are they any good?’




  ‘No, just a one-hit wonder, couple of catchy tunes but they won’t last too long.’




  I reminded him later of this. He denied he said it.




  ‘Hey, call that fresher. Hey you, fresher, come here!’ he yelled.




  I hadn’t even seen the fresher. He looked young, scared, scrawny like we did three years ago. Where did Mukesh’s new-found confidence come from? Was this fresher an instrument to

  tell me something else? His intentions were hard to follow.




  ‘Yes,’ said the fresher meekly. Unaware of his role in the larger game. I saw him and I thought Cuba. Laos. The small, innocent country in a much larger geopolitical manoeuvre.
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